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The study of communication involves the examination of 
theory and experiment in many highly developed fields of in-
vestigation. As the present writer was u nprepared to evaluate 
much of t h e material in Psychology , Physiology, and Cybernetics, 
the theories developing from these fields were accepted as 
"best available opinion." Modifications and interpretations 
of these theories were attempted in cases where later work and 
additional informat ion from other fields made such efforts 
necessary and desirable for the purposes of this thesis. Chap-
ters I-IV are intended to establish a framework of concepts 
concerning perception and cognition as a bas is for an attempted 
sign analysis of the photographic image . 
I 
THEORIES OF VISUAL PERCEPTION 
Since the main object of this thesis is the sign analysis 
of visual presentations such as photographs and n1otion pictures, 
the portions of visual perception theory to be presented here 
are those which fundamentall y , or as a result of the nature of 
their associated experimental work, have to do with adult 
human vision. 
Hebb (7) presents experimental and observational data to 
support the contention that adult vision is the result of a 
long and complex learning process. 1 He proposes: 
that the characteristics of learning undergo an 
important change as the animal grows, particularly 
in the higher mrumnals; that all learning tends 
to utilize and build on any earlier learning, in-
stead of replacing it (Mowrer, 1941), so that much 
early learning tends to be permanent (Tinbergen, 
1942); Hunt, 1941); and finally, that the learning 
of the mature animal owes its efficiency to the 
slow and inefficient learning that has gone ~efore, 
but may also be limited and canalized by it. 
From his study of brain stimulation phenomena and the 
first attempts by congenitally blind persons to see after an 
operation restoring their sight, Hebb concludes that "the 
~irst crude perception o~ an object in the visual ~ield as 
distinctive, as having identity, seems to be related to the 
sharp inflection of contours and the direction of line."3 
He also believes that angles and lines are partially innate 
perceptual elements which are probably learned prior to more 
2 
complex patterns. 4 
If t h is proposition is true, it is reasonable to expect 
the process of visual perception in adults to give evidence of 
some kind of organizational development. The experimental 
findings of Wertheimer, Koffka, Kghler and others seems to pro-
vide this evidence as organized under "Pestalt" theory. 
The following are the Gestalt laws as listed by Katz ( 8 ) 
as organizing factors in the visual field: 5 
1. The law of proximity-- Other things being equal, in 
a total stimulus situation, those elements ·which are 
closer together tend to form groups. 
2. The law of similarity -- When more than one kind of 
element is present, those which are similar tend to 
form groups. 
3. The law of closed forms -- Other things being equal, 
lines which encl ose a surface tend to be seen as a unit. 
4. The law of 11 good 11 contour, or common density -- Parts 
of a figul"e which have a "good" contour, or common 
density, tend to fona units. 
5. The law of common movement -- Elements are grouped 6 when they move simultaneously and in a similar manner.-l:· 
Rubin,7 and later, Wertheimer, 8 had established the 
general process of t he interrelation of parts of t he perceptual 
field in terms of a figure-ground relationship in which a por-
tion of the visual field perceived as fi gure seems more solid, 
more stru ctured, and seems to lie upon the more loosely organ-
ized ground. 9 A reciprocal influence between the attributes 
of figure and ground tend to determine the character of each.10 
Koffka (9) states that this difference in articulation is 
universal, and applies to the colors as well as the shapes of 
visual forms. 11 
Hartmann (6) generalizes this c~ncept in the follo~ing 
~~ There follows a sixth law of experlence which deals Wlth 
the comprehension of symbolic forms. 
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